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This year, being the 200th anniversary of the death of John Wesley, 
we will hear and learn more about Wesley than some people want to know. 
I have already devoted two issues of DISCOVERY to our famous and 
beloved founder. Unfortunately, our interest in the Wesleys sometimes 
overshadows any interest in the "little" people of Methodism- the circuit 
riders and their families, and especially their wives. Few of the wives left 
a record of their lives, and most of them are unknown except to their 
immediate descendants. And yet, these are the women who helped make 
Methodism great. They often had more ingenuity and displayed more tact 
and grace than their husbands. In addition, by giving comfort and sup
port to their husbands, they made it possible for them to continue in the 
work of the Lord. Many of these wives believed they were as surely called 
to the ministry as their husbands, and their lives reflected their faith. 

Recently Raymond M. Bell, well known researcher in American 
Methodist history, and Helen G. Clear, member of The United Methodist 
Historical Society, edited and annotated a manuscript entitled Memoirs 
of the Wife of an Itinerant Methodist Preacher. It was published by the 
Commission on Archives and History of the Western Pennsylvania 
Conference. The original manuscript is in the Washington and Jefferson 
College Library, Washington, P A. It was written by Mary Salome Eaton, 
wife of the Rev. Matthias M. Eaton. He was a member, first, of the Pitts
burgh Conference and later of the Western Virginia Conference before 
he transferred back to the Pittsburgh Conference in 1854. His wife, Mary, 
was born August 28, 1826. She spent her early life in Virginia where her 
father, who had been a soldier in the War of 1812, became a wholesale 
merchant. When she was fifteen years of age, she was converted and 
became active in the Methodist Episcopal Church. She met and married 
her circuit riding husband when she was twenty-one. She died July 21, 
1917, when almost ninety-one years of age. Her Memoirs cover the years 
spent in the itineracy from 1848 to 1878. They are full of human interest 
and at times sparkle with humor. 
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She describes in charming detail the various circuits she and her 
husband served, the people they met, the conditions under which they lived, 
and the rewards and hardship of their committed lives. 

The book is in loose-leaf form and is set in readable type. It contains 
maps, pictures, and notes. It is an especially valuable contribution to the 
study of Methodist history since it deals with the troops rather than the 
generals of Methodism. In addition, it pictures Methodism through the 
eyes of a woman and is said to be "the only known account written by 
[an American Methodist] preacher's wife, dating as early as 1848." This 

· claim, however, needs to be qualified since Freeborn Garrettson's wife left 
a journal, although hers deals more with her persop~l experiences rather 
than her husband's charges or circuits. In addition, the Memoirs of Fan
ny Newell (third edition) were published in 183 3. Married to circuit rider 
Ebenezer Newell, she often preached, and she and her husband may have 
been the first "clergy couple" in American Methodism. 

A Sampling 

A sampling of a few sections of Mrs. Eaton's work will serve to reflect 
its value and probably to whet the appetite of the reader to purchase the 
work for pleasure and study. The first circuit this couple served was 
Harrisville and Westernford in West Virginia. Mrs. Eaton describes it in 
graphic terms. She writes: 

This appointment, called "Harrisville Circuit" at the time of which I speak, was 
a six weeks circuit, since starting at one point it took six weeks to cover it. In that 
round he [her husband] covered five hundred miles on horseback, preaching every 
day in the week save one (Wednesday being a day of rest), and three times on Sunday, 
and he usually led Class after preaching. 

The preaching was all done in private homes, or more properly speaking, in cabins, 
for good houses at that time, in that part of the world, were like angels' visits, few 
and far between. These cabins consisted of one room and a loft reached by a ladder. 
This room served as a preaching place, living room, and for cooking and sleeping, 
and quite often there was a place in the chimney corner for the pig, with a hole left 
in the wall so "Mr. Pig" could go out and in at pleasure. And these people were perfectly 
contented. 

On the Westernford Circuit Mrs. Eaton writes: 

We lived on a little bottom in the bend of the Cheat River, in one room of a 
log house, and to get out of this bottom we had to cross Cheat River in a dugout, 
or ride around the side of the mountain on a bridle path, where, had our J,:lorse made 
a false step, we should have gone fifty or a hundred feet down the mountainside into 
the river. Our daughter Nettie was born here, and strange to say, when we had her 
baptized, I rode on horseback around the mountain on this bridle path carrying her 
in my arms, while my husband went before with our two little boys, one riding behind 
him, the other in his lap. This was the only way we could go, as in order to reach 
the church in any other way, we should have had to cross Cheat River twice, and 
that, at that time, was impossible, as the river was very high and dangerous. 

The Batons had seven children, and faced their problems and 
difficulties with Christian grace. At one time, however, the Conference 
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treated the Rev. Eaton so badly in the matter of an appointment that he 
resolved not to go where he was assigned. It was through the encourage
ment of his wife that he finally consented to stay with the work and the 
itineracy and make the best of the situation. 

The Batons lived through the Civil War, and Mrs. Eaton describes 
one charge as 

... being composed of "copperheads," Ku Kluxes, and shouting Methodists. The 
people were behind the times in intelligence, and there were no schools. We seldom 
went to church that we did not have a religious dance. We took little Charlie and 
Oss to church one day, and things were so rough that I had to take them up into 
the pulpit. When these people got to the highest pitch they did not stop, but ran over 
or knocked over anyone that happened to be in their way. There was a man named 
Dow Fox in the church, and he, with the Donley girls, would simply take the people 
up one aisle and down the other .... We had many quiet, sensible people, but the 
"flighty" ones were in the majority. And that is the "old fashioned religion" we hear 
so much praying about nowadays. 

There were, of course, other charges that were both challenging and 
rewarding, but none without great human interest and historical 
significance. The book would certainly make a fascinating mini-series for 
television. 

Mrs. Eaton was a keen observer of life and a good judge of character. 
She also had an interest in historical sites and places. She was a hard worker 
in her husband's churches, successfully serving as a Sunday School 
Superintendent in one charge where it was thought no Sunday School could 
possibly survive. By her tact, enthusiasm, and leadership, she made the 
school one of the largest in the whole area. She describes about eighteen 
of her husband's circuits and churches. Each one proves more interesting 
reading than the last. All who read the book will certainly wish to express 
their thanks to Dr. Bell and Helen Clear, the editors, for a job well done. 


